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Gullachsen: The Night of the Panthers

The Night of the Panthers
The Assault of Kampfgruppe Meyer/Wünsche on
Bretteville-l’Orgueilleuse, 8/9 June 1944
ARTHUR GULLACHSEN
Abstract : This article provides historical insight into the failure of
German armoured counterattacks in the immediate aftermath of the
Normandy invasion. The failure of an armoured battlegroup of the 12.
SS-Panzerdivision to take the village of Bretteville l’Orgueilleuse on the
night of 8/9 June 1944 was not exclusively due to poor planning, lack
of coordination and not enough infantry support. Though these factors
were present in abundance, the main reason for failure was German
confidence in mutated armoured tactics that were successfully used by the
Waffen-SS on the Eastern Front. These rough tactics, though successful
in the Ukraine in 1943, actually violated established German armoured
doctrine. The failure of the Waffen-SS commanders to recognise the
need for greater preparation and, by default, larger and more powerful
resources doomed their early offensive operations against the Normandy
bridgehead, one of which is examined in detail within this article.

W

the histor iogr aphy of the Normandy Campaign,
the Battle of Bretteville-l’Orgueilleuse, France on 8/9 June
1944 is viewed as one of the most outstanding small unit actions of
the Second World War.1 The victorious nighttime defensive battle
of the 1st Battalion, the Regina Rifle Regiment (RRR), against an
armoured Kampfgruppe (battlegroup) of the 12. SS-Panzerdivision
(12. SS-Pz.Div.) Hitlerjugend (Hitler Youth) of the Waffen-SS, the
military arm of the Nazi party, is a well-known event in Canadian
ithin

Michael Reynolds, Steel Inferno: 1st SS Panzer Corps in Normandy (New York:
Dell Publishing, 1997), 106.

1  
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military history. Canadian authors Marc Milner, Mark Zuehlke and
Oliver Haller have all presented narratives of the nighttime battle,
but largely from a Canadian perspective.2 Apart from the firsthand accounts of former Hitlerjugend divisional commander SSBrigadeführer und Generalmajor der Waffen SS (Brig.Fhr.)3 Kurt
Meyer in his autobiography Grenadiers and within the Hitlerjugend
divisional history by SS-Obersturmbannführer (Ostubaf.) Hubert
Meyer, there was little detail on the German side of this engagement.4
The ability to gain a fuller picture of the nighttime encounter has
recently become more attainable with the widespread dissemination
of the Normandy war diary of SS-Panzerregiment 12 (SS-Pz.Rgt.
12), the tank regiment of the 12. SS-Pz.Div., and newer works by
French military historians.5
Following the successful 6 June 1944 assault of Canadian forces
on Juno Beach and their move inland, the German 12. SS-Pz.Div.
rapidly moved forces to the battle zone and utilised them piecemeal.
German commanders felt an urgent need to wrest the initiative from
the Allied invasion force in the eastern sector of the bridgehead and
capture vital jumping off points for a larger multi-panzer division
counteroffensive. They would ultimately be defeated in their attempt
to achieve this objective.
The failure of the 12. SS-Pz.Div. attack on the village of Brettevillel’Orgueilleuse and its surrounding area on 8/9 June 1944 was not
exclusively due to poor planning, inexperience, lack of coordination
and not enough infantry support. Though secondary sources on the
battle state that these factors were present in abundance, the main
reason for failure was the German confidence in mutated armoured
2  
Marc Milner, Stopping the Panzers: The Untold Story of D-Day (Lawrence:
University of Kansas Press, 2012); Mark Zuehlke, Holding Juno: Canada’s heroic
defence of the D-Day Beaches, June 7-12, 1944 (Madeira Park: Douglas and
McIntyre Ltd, 2005); and Oliver Haller, “The Defeat of the 12th SS: 7–10 June
1944,” Canadian Military History 3, 1 (1994): 8-25.
3  
See Appendix A for Second World War Canadian Army rank equivalents.
4  
Kurt Meyer, Grenadiers (Mechanicsburg: Stackpole Books, 2005); and Hubert
Meyer, History of the 12. SS Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend (Winnipeg: J.J. Fedorowicz
Publishing, 1994).
5  
Kriegstagebuch [War Diary] No. 1, I./SS-Panzerregiment 12., 1944, 2, Divize
SS [SS Division], 2. čs. odboj a fondy a sbírky z let 1939-1945 [2nd Resistance
and Funds and Collection from 1939-1945], Vojensky Historicky Archiv, Prague;
Stephan Cazenave, SS-Panzer Regiment 12 in the Normandy Campaign (Winnipeg:
J.J. Fedorowicz Publishing, Inc, 2020); and Georges Bernage and Frederick Jeanne,
Three Days in Hell: 7-9 June 1944 (Bayeux: Editions Heimdal, 2016).
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tactics that had been successfully used by the Waffen-SS on the
Eastern Front.6 This argument has been presented by Marc Milner
in his work Stopping the Panzers, but little exists in the Normandy
historiography in the way of a detailed discussion of these tactics or
their practitioners.7 By supplying greater detail on this particular
battle and German armoured tactics, this article provides historical
insight into how and why initial German armoured attacks floundered
in the face of strong Anglo-Canadian resistance in June 1944.
These rough tactics, though proven successful during 1943
German operations in the Ukraine, violated established German
armoured doctrine that propagated the use of all arms, especially
infantry support, artillery and airstrikes, to conduct operations. The
Russians, so familiar to the Germans, fought in an entirely different
manner than Anglo-Canadian forces. The lack of available resources
confronting both sides in the Ukraine often negated the ability to use
artillery preparatory fire to reduce enemy defences. Often groups of
German tanks with limited infantry support present could achieve
battlefield objectives using shock and surprise on the vast steppes of
the Ukraine, where Russian anti-tank and artillery forces in depth
were often absent.8 These conditions were not present in Normandy,
to the dismay of the Eastern Front veterans of the Waffen-SS.
The failure of the Waffen-SS commanders to recognise the need
for greater preparation and, by default, larger and more powerful
resources doomed their early operations to failure.
The greatest victory in the Ukraine achieved by the two German
commanders discussed in this article, then SS-Sturmbannführer
(Stubaf.) Kurt Meyer and then Stubaf. Max Wünsche, at the time both
battalion commanders within the 1. SS-Panzergrenadierdivision
Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler (1. SS-Pz.Gren.Div.), occurred on
23 February 1943 when their combined forces successfully attacked
6  
Terry Copp, Fields of Fire: The Canadians in Normandy (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press), 72-73.
7  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 264, 285.
8  
Rudolf Lehmann, The Leibstandarte III: 1 SS Panzer Division Leibstandarte
Adolf Hitler (Winnipeg: J.J. Fedorowicz Publishing, 1990), 105. Meyer and Wünsche
conducted a surprise attack on the village of Jefremowka, Ukraine on 18 February
1943 with no artillery or air support preparation. In this attack the SS-PanzerAufklärung-Abteilung 1 (recce battalion) of Meyer attacked the village frontally
and the Panzerabteilung (tank battalion) of Wünsche made an enveloping attack.
The attack was a complete success, with 1,200 enemy casualties inflicted and eight
artillery pieces captured.
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Meyer and Wünsche in the Ukraine 1943. [Bundesarchiv Bild 101III-Ludwig-006-09]

the village of Paraskowejewskije. In this operation Kampfgruppe
Meyer, consisting of parts of I./SS-Pz.Rgt. 1 (1st battalion of
the Leibstandarte tank regiment) under Wünsche and the SSAufklärungabteiling 1 (recce battalion) under Meyer, attacked
the Ukrainian village from two directions. The Panzerabteilung
Kompanien (tank battalion companies) with their Panzer IV tanks
flanked the village while Meyer attacked down its main road. As a
participant in the attack, SS-Obersturmführer Georg Isecke recalled
that it was a complete success:
With two panzerkompanien, we pursued the enemy to the east and
northeast and destroyed him. Our own panzer crews suffered no wounds
to personnel and only light damage to the equipment. Our thrust hit
the Russian divisional headquarters precisely. The [Russian] division
commander was reported killed, and their first officer of the general
staff was taken prisoner.9

Lehmann, The Leibstandarte III, 123.

9  
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There were many such attacks made by the Kampfgruppen of the
1. SS-Pz.Gren.Div. in the winter and spring of 1943 in the Ukraine,
and the successes achieved solidified the soundness of these armoured
tactics in the minds of the Waffen-SS commanders that had executed
them. While certainly not in accordance with approved German
armoured tactics, Meyer and others had made do in situations where
they had little in the way of resources on the vast expanses of the
Ukrainian steppe.
Transferred to the west in the spring of 1943 to help form the
12. SS-Pz.Div., Meyer, Wünsche and other Waffen-SS officers
retained an appreciation for these tactics and encountered nothing
to change their minds in the relatively placid training environment
of Belgium and France in the months leading up to the Allied
invasion. Unfortunately for these newly promoted regimental
commanders, they did not gain any experience whatsoever fighting
the Western Allies in Italy or Sicily, nor did they understand the
great gulf in operational tactics practiced by the Commonwealth
armies and the Russians.
The Germans possessed significant advantages during their
attack on Bretteville during the night of 8/9 June 1944, but
accompanying weaknesses ultimately assured their failure. Attacking
with an overabundance of armour, including a battery of six Wespe
(Wasp) 10.5 cm self-propelled guns to accompany two under-strength
Kompanien (companies) of Panther tanks, the infantry strength
needed to construct a well-balanced battlegroup was not present.10
Further weaknesses in the assault force’s infantry contingent included
weak leadership, no coordination with the armour, poor start line
positions and a lack of infantry heavy weapons, such as mortars. Also
totally missing from the German plan was an effective preliminary
field artillery barrage to diminish the defensive capabilities of the
Canadians. This was in part to facilitate surprise, which had been
vital to Meyer’s success in the Ukraine. There is also no evidence
Meyer utilised his own regimental staff to organise artillery support.
These factors would be ruthlessly exploited by a powerful
Canadian combined arms defence that dealt with the relatively small
attacking German infantry force that sought to follow in the tracks
of the Panthers. The majority of the Anglo-Canadian defenders were
Stephan Cazenave, Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend sur le Front de Normandie: SSPanzer Regiment 12 Normandie 1944 (Bayeux: Maranes Editions, 2014), 181.

10  
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Map 1: Detail of the Bretteville-l’Orgueilleuse battlefield. [Geographical Section, General Staff.
Caen [map]. 1:50.000. France 1:50,000. War Office, 1943]

unexperienced in battle, despite a small number of officers gaining
combat experience in Italy and North Africa. But the 3rd Canadian
Infantry Division was highly trained after two and a half years in
the United Kingdom. Superb training allowed many of the division’s
units to perform at a high level in their first battles, despite their
initial lack of combat experience.11
After assaulting Juno Beach on 6 June 1944, the RRR under
Lieutenant Colonel (Lt.-Col.) Foster Matheson made steady progress
inland, moving from the landing beaches at Courseulles-sur-Mer
through Reviers to a position near Le Fresne-Camilly by nightfall.12
The following day the regiment pushed further south to take up
its assigned location in its parent 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade’s
defensive line, designated “Oak,” a line roughly parallel to the CaenBayeux railway running slightly northwest.13 The designated defensive
position for RRR, centred on the village of Bretteville-l’Orgueilleuse
(see accompanying Map 1 for geographic locations), was first reached
by the vanguard of the battalion at 0730 hrs, supported by a troop
of Sherman tanks from the 1st Hussars (6th Canadian Armoured

John English, The Canadian Army and the Normandy Campaign (Mechanicsburg:
Stackpole Books, 2009), 51.
12  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 113.
13  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 206.
11  
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Former Canadian 7th Infantry Brigade commander Brigadier H. Foster (right, photographed
as a Major-General and commander 4th Canadian Armoured Division) with Field Marshal
Sir Bernard Montgomery in Belgium, October 1944. Foster’s proximity to the battle in
Bretteville is ignored in previous accounts of the battle. His headquarters was very close
(approx. 200 metres north) to the rampaging Panther tanks during their roughly 6-hour
firefight with the RRR, RCA, and Cameron Highlanders of Ottawa. Brigadier J.C Jefferson
left, commander 10th Canadian Infantry Brigade. [Library and Archives Canada 3199243]

Regiment).14 The individual infantry line companies were not
mechanised and marched into the area. An anti-tank battery of the
3rd Canadian Anti-Tank Regiment of the Royal Canadian Artillery
(RCA) soon joined them, as well as a Vickers medium machine
gun company of the Cameron Highlanders of Ottawa Machine Gun
Regiment.15 Matheson immediately made plans on how to deploy
his battalion’s companies in discussion with his brigade commander,
Brigadier (Brig.) Harry Foster of 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade. His
initial dispositions saw his companies take up positions in the area
of Rots, Le Villeneuve, Bretteville and Norrey-en-Bessin, dominating
the local road network, villages and prominent geographic features.16
This was in line with the Anglo-Canadian infantry doctrine circa

14  
David Greentree, Normandy 1944: Hitlerjugend soldier versus Canadian Soldier
(Oxford: Osprey Publishing Ltd, 2018), 44.
15  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 260-61.
16  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 217-18.
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1944 which demanded “defended localities” if a continuously manned
defensive line was not possible or feasible.17 The RCA assets supporting
the 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade “fortress” were significant and
consisted of the 12th and 13th Field Regiments, RCA, with a total
of forty-eight M7 105mm Priest self-propelled guns deployed in gun
position “Nora” as the 12th Field Group, RCA.18 West of this and
roughly one kilometre north of Putot were the battery positions of
the 62nd Anti-Tank Regiment, Royal Artillery (RA) and remaining
battery positions of the 3rd Anti-Tank Regiment, RCA.19
That the Allies had landed in Normandy with significant forces
became apparent to Hitler and the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht
(OKW) headquarters by the afternoon of 6 June 1944. This led to the
release of the 12. SS-Pz.Div. and the Panzer-Lehr Panzerdivision
(Panzer-Lehr Pz.Div.), under control of the headquarters of
I.SS-Panzerkorps (I.SS-Pz.Korps).20 By the next day, the
Oberbefehlshaber West (OB West), Generalfeldmarschall (G.F.M.)
Gerd von Rundstedt, directed that an advance north from Caen
would take place with this Panzerkorps and its combat divisions.
However, Allied aircraft had significantly slowed the advance of
German motorised units and weakened their striking power.21
On reaching Caen, roughly half of the 12. SS-Pz.Div. went
into combat on 7 June against the 9th Canadian Infantry Brigade
northwest of the city. On the night of 7/8 June and on 8 June
the remainder of the division arrived piecemeal. This included
three Panzergrenadier (armoured infantry) Bataillone of SSPanzergrenadier-Regiment 26 (SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26); I./SS
Pz.Rgt. 12; the remaining battalions of the artillery regiment, SSPanzer-Artillerie-Regiment 12 (SS-Pz.Art.Rgt. 12); the combat

War Office, “Infantry Training Part I: The Infantry Battalion: 1944 26/G.S. 1070
Publication” (Ottawa: His Majesty’s Stationary, 1944), 39, accessed 8 January 2019,
http://wartimecanada.ca/categories/training-manuals?tid=All&page=1.
18  
Marc Milner, “The Guns of Bretteville: 13th Field Regiment, RCA, and the
defence of Bretteville l’Orgueilleuse, 7–10 June 1944,” Canadian Military History 16,
4 (2007): 2; and Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 211, 235, Map showing RCA and RA
field and anti-tank regiment dispositions.
19  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 235, Map showing RCA and RA field and anti-tank
regiment dispositions.
20  
Horst Boog, Gerhard Krebs and Detlef Vogel, Germany and the Second World
War, Vol. VII: The Strategic Air War in Europe and the War in the West and East
Asia, 1943-1944/5 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 593.
21  
Boog, Krebs and Vogel, Germany and the Second World War, Vol. VII, 595.
17  
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engineer battalion, SS-Panzer-Pioner-Bataillon 12 (SS-Pz.Pion.
Btl. 12), as well as smaller divisional units.22
I./SS Pz.Rgt. 12, on 6 June in transit to the front with sixty-six
Panther tanks on strength and led by Stubaf. Arnold Jürgensen,
was alerted to conduct future operations northwest of Caen during
the night of 7/8 June. The Kompanien were then directed to depart
their waypoint at Maizert, France at 0930 hrs on 8 June once they
had refueled and the 1., 3. and 4. Kompanien arrived in the vicinity
of Caen by roughly 1600 hrs.23
On the night of 7/8 June 1944, the first elements of the SSPz.Gren.Rgt. 26, led by Ostubaf. Wilhelm Mohnke, also began to
arrive south of the Brouay-Putot-Norrey-Bretteville-l’Orgueilleuse
area. They had been beaten in their race to these positions by the
7th Canadian Infantry Brigade. Hasty attempts by the Bataillone
of SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26 to seize Norrey and Putot were beaten back
by determined Canadian defensive actions. Near Norrey an attack
by I. Btl./SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26, led by Stubaf. Bernard Krause, was
defeated in the early morning of 8 June.24 Charlie Company of the
RRR, under Major (Maj.) Stuart Tubb, utilised artillery support in
conjunction with machine gun and mortar fire to defeat this haphazard
assault, conducted at 0300 hrs without artillery preparation.25
Following this failed surprise night attack, the deployment of
I. Btl./SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26 during 8 July was scattered, with 1.
Kompanie slightly east of Saint Manvieau, 3. Kompanie just north
of the same village and 2. Kompanie in Les Saullets near Le MesnilPatry. The battalion hardly appeared to be a concentrated force,
its commander at this stage being hard-pressed to merely hold the
frontage he had been assigned, never mind move his Panzergrenadier
Bataillon forward in a concentrated manner.

Meyer, 12. SS Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend, 47-48.
Kriegstagebuch No. 1, I. /SS-Panzerregiment 12., 1944, Vojensky Historicky
Archiv. The battalions within a regiment are given Roman numerals in the German
unit titles. The Panther crews were not exhausted and the drive of the last sixteen
kilometres was not enough to cause massive technical or engine failure in the tanks.
The 2. Panther Kompanie did not depart due to a lack of fuel.
24  
Meyer, 12. SS Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend, 50. The advanced artillery observer
attached to the battalion could not contact the divisional artillery due to lack of
radio contact. Casualties in the failed attack were five killed and twenty wounded.
25  
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 197. The lack of artillery preparation and attempts at
surprise attacks would continue as a favourite, if unsuccessful, tactic of the WaffenSS.
22  
23  
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Following the poor combat debut of this Bataillon, events on
the right flank of SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26 became a secondary concern
for the Germans on 8 July. The regimental commander, Ostubaf.
Mohnke, was fully absorbed by events to the west in the village of
Putot-en-Bessin. Here, combat between II. and parts of III. Btl./SSPz.Gren.Rgt. 26 and Canadian forces saw the Germans capture and
subsequently be forced out of the village by a powerful counterattack.
Also of concern was the ongoing challenge to establish a solid
defensive line with the neighbouring Panzer Lehr Pz.Div. Mohnke
was travelling constantly and at one stage became enraged when the
commander of II. Btl./SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26 sent back a large number
of Canadian prisoners to his regimental headquarters after the Putot
battle against his wishes. Tragically, many of these men would later
be murdered as prisoners of war.26
What drive there was from Stubaf. Krause or his regimental
headquarters to have his unit capture Norrey-en-Bessin or any RRR
positions on 8 July is debatable. Certainly nothing was coordinated
with his counterpart to the east, SS-Standartenführer (Staf.) Kurt
Meyer, the commander of the neighbouring SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 25, who
slept for portions of the late afternoon and evening of 8 June.27
Desperate to not let the Allies establish themselves in their
beachhead, real or imagined time pressures spurred the Germans
to attack with little in the way of supporting armour or artillery,
utilising their infantry forces piecemeal as they arrived. Initial
events portrayed a lack of planning and ability by the Waffen-SS
to allocate the proper resources to accomplish missions. The lack of
recent battlefield experience by the commander of SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt.
26 and an initial dismissive attitude towards the Canadian Army by
members of his division may have contributed to this.28
During the early afternoon of 8 June, Staf. Meyer, fresh from
a somewhat successful 7 June counterattack on the 9th Canadian
Infantry Brigade near Caen, conferred with SS-Brigadenführer
(Brig.Fhr) Fritz Witt, the 12. SS-Pz.Div. divisional commander, on
his next objective. Witt directed Meyer to assist SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt.
Howard Margolian, Conduct Unbecoming: The Story of the Murder of Canadian
Prisoners of War in Normandy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), 80-81.
27  
Meyer, 12. SS-Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend, 49-54.
28  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 237. SS-Standartenführer Meyer on the night of 6/7
June also made his famous “Little Fish” comment at the headquarters of the 716.
Infantrie-Division.
26  
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Meyer, Witt and Wünsche on 8 June, prior to the attack. [Bundesarchiv Bild 146-1989–099-06]

26, then heavily engaged in battle in Putot to the west, in clearing
the localities of Norrey-en-Bessin and Bretteville.29 Meyer decided
that he would seize Bretteville in a night attack, cutting off Norrey,
which could then be tackled by I. Btl./SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26. Despite
not reaching the beaches the previous day, Meyer was confident that
overall victory against the landings could still be achieved, regardless
of factors such as Allied air superiority. As previously noted, Ostubaf.
Mohnke was occupied by events on his regiment’s front and could not
attend this meeting.30 In a brief encounter at roughly noon, Witt also
met with G.F.M. Erwin Rommel, Oberbefehlshaber of Heeresgruppe
B (Army Group B). As Canadian military historian Terry Copp
recounts, Witt “reported that one panzer battalion was waiting for
dusk to attack Bretteville and Norrey-en-Bessin. The intent was to
secure a start line for a multi-divisional thrust to the coast.” The
divisions involved in this future plan would be the 21. Pz.Div., the
Panzer-Lehr Pz.Div. and the 12. SS-Pz.Div. Rommel approved this
plan before departing for his headquarters.31
A significant gap existed between the frontline positions of SSPz.Gren.Rgt. 25 and SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26. The right wing of the
Meyer, Grenadiers, 227.
Meyer, Grenadiers, 228.
31  
Copp, Fields of Fire, 72.
29  
30  
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newly arrived forces of SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26, I. Btl./SS-Pz.Gren.
Rgt. 26, was centered on Saint Manvieau-Norrey, 6.5 kilometres from
other German forces.32 In the eastern SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 25 zone, a
makeshift flank of weak divisional support companies was strung out
in a line from roughly Franqueville to Gruchy north-south.33 This
gap was a dangerous weak point and the overall German frontline
distance needed to be shortened. The Bretteville-Norrey Canadian
position was a dangerous salient that also needed to be dealt with.
By taking Bretteville, Meyer would eliminate the gap in his division’s
front, shorten it and secure the start line for further attacks.34
Continuing to plan with the regimental commander of SS-Pz.
Rgt. 12, Ostubaf. Max Wünsche, Meyer then set about assembling
his task force. He was extremely short of infantry reserves. All
that could be spared was the 15. Aufklärungs (reconnaissance)
Kompanie. This was a lightly armed force equipped with Volkswagen
Schwimmwagens (amphibious jeeps), motorcycles, staff cars and a
few light trucks. It was led by SS-Hauptsturmführer (Hstuf.) Horst
von Büttner.35 Numbering near one hundred men, it had nowhere
near the capability of a fully equipped Panzergrenadier Bataillon,
three of which would the standard force required (3:1 ratio) for the
task of successfully attacking an enemy battalion-sized strong point.
Attached to this small infantry force was an overabundance of armour
in the way of roughly twenty-five operational Panther tanks of the
1. and 4. Kompanien, led by Hstuf. Kurt-Anton Berlin and Hstuf.
Hans Pfeiffer, and accompanied by Stubaf. Jürgensen, the Abteilung
(battalion) commander.36

32  
Michael Reynolds, Steel Inferno: The 1st SS Panzer Corps in Normandy (New
York: Dell Publishing, 1997), 95.
33  
Meyer, 12. SS Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend, 54. This screening force was made up
of the 14. (Flak), 16. (Pioneer) and 15. (Recce) Kompanien of SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 25
and the divisional Begleitkompanie (Headquarters Escort Company).
34  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 259; and Meyer, 12. SS Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend,
54. As Canadian military historian Marc Milner notes: “The abandonment of
[Canadian] positions along the Mue River valley left two Canadian field artillery
regiments deployed around Bray fully exposed” (Stopping the Panzers, 261). With
Meyer and Witt being focused entirely on Bretteville, no mention is made in the
12. SS-Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend divisional history of this possible opportunity to
exploit this weak point in the Canadian front.
35  
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 195.
36  
Cazenave, Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend, 181. Jürgensen was present. It is unclear
if he was in his own command Panther, tactical number 155.
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There was nothing new about conducting a night attack involving
tanks for Wünsche or Meyer, who had practiced night attacks multiple
times in the Ukraine during the winter of 1943. Although German
armoured doctrine dictated “[o]ffensive operation in fog or dusk could
be necessary if it serves to destroy an already shaken enemy and
cause them to disintegrate completely,” the enemy in this case was
not shaken nor were they about to disintegrate.37
Much has been made of the number of tanks involved in the
German battlegroup, with many sources differing on the amount. As
previously noted, the Abteilung only had sixty-six Panthers on hand
at the time of the invasion versus its authorised level of seventy-nine
tanks and not all Kompanien were up to strength.38 A 1 June 1944
readiness report from the division states that of fifty Panthers on
hand at that point, forty-eight were combat ready, a readiness rate of
96 per cent.39 While considering this figure, it is important to observe
that the tanks were brand new, combat operations had not begun
and long route marches had not occurred. Also present was the
six-vehicle strong 2. Batterie (Battery)/SS Pz.Art.Rgt. 12 with its
Wespe self-propelled guns. This force was led by acting batterie-chef
(commander) SS-Untersturmführer (Ustuf.) Erwin Hoke. Additional
armoured fighting vehicles included at least one Czech 38t 20mm
Flakpanzer (anti-aircraft tank) of the Panther Abteilung Flak (antiaircraft) Zug (platoon).
While Meyer should have taken care to further coordinate his
operations by holding an orders group with the nearby infantry
commanders of the I. Btl./SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26. Kompanien
or contacted a liaison officer, no evidence exists that he did. The
involvement of these Panzergrenadier units bordering his objective
could potentially have been vital to his success or failure. Additionally,

Wolfgang Schneider, Panzer Tactics: German Small-unit Armour Tactics in
World War II (Mechanicsburg: Stackpole Books, 2005), 13.
38  
Kriegstagebuch No. 1, I. /SS-Panzerregiment 12., 1944, Kriegstagebuch Appendix
No. 3, Vojensky Historicky Archiv; and Cazenave, Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend, 18190. As an example, 4. Kompanie only had three Züge (platoons) of a maximum of
four Panthers each, maybe less, and possibly one Kompanie staff Panther for a total
of between eleven and fifteen Panthers versus the authorised strength of seventeen.
39  
Niklas Zetterling, Normandy 1944 (Winnipeg: J.J. Fedorowicz, 2000), 351.
37  
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no evidence can be found regarding any sophisticated German indirect
artillery fire plan or organised artillery support of the operation.40
Ostubaf. Wünsche, meeting with the Panther Kompanien
commanders late in the afternoon of 8 June, briefed them on the
upcoming attack on Bretteville and clearing the Le Bourg–Rots area
due east of the village.41 He made it clear to them they would be
the vanguard of the attack. The allocation of roughly twenty-five
operational Panthers and the Wespe Batterie to take a small village
was a huge allocation of armoured resources for the task at hand,
especially by German 1944 standards. This may have been in part to
mitigate the weakness of the accompanying infantry forces and the
poor performance to that point of I. Btl./SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26, which
had been badly repulsed at Norrey the previous night.
The final armoured objective decided by Wünsche and Meyer was
to secure the high ground northwest of Bretteville, Point 68, after
supporting the Panzergrenadiere in clearing the village area of enemy
resistance. A 2130 hrs H-hour for the attack was chosen, partially
to negate the Allied air threat and partially to achieve surprise at
last light with the violent swarming of armoured vehicles onto the
objective as per German armoured doctrine.42 Several German tank
commanders and Panzergrenadier Zug commanders conducted recces
of the Canadian dispositions near the River Mue in the afternoon of
8 June. These movements were observed by the Canadians, who
noted the positions and amount of armour moving in the area. Short
but violent artillery bombardments, called “concentrations,” were
called in on the Germans on several occasions that afternoon. These
were directed by the RCA Forward Observation Officer (FOO) from
the 13th Field Regiment, RCA, assigned to Baker Company, RRR,
Lieutenant (Lieut.) T. J. O’Brennan.43
The area of Bretteville and Norrey defended by the RRR was made
up of flat, open beet and wheat fields and was broken up by dense tree
lines. Almost all the buildings were constructed of stone masonry,

Meyer, 12. SS Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend, 196. While the Wespe self-propelled
guns were effective artillery assets, their value in the direct fire role in low light
conditions would be limited and they did not have a large amount of ammunition,
carrying only forty rounds per vehicle.
41  
Kriegstagebuch No. 1, I. /SS-Panzerregiment 12., 1944, 8 June 1944 entry,
Vojensky Historicky Archiv.
42  
Schneider, Panzer Tactics, 54.
43  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 262.
40  
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making each one a potential bunker. Around the villages were walls
2.5 metres tall that posed significant barriers to armoured movement
or infantry assault. South of Bretteville was the Caen-Bayeux railway
line, which ran slightly northwest.44 On his arrival in the area, Lt.Col. Matheson sited his headquarters in the centre of Bretteville.
Captain (Capt.) Ron Shawcross’s RRR Able Company was positioned
in the village itself and encircled the battalion headquarters located
near the village church.45 Baker Company, with its new commander
Maj. Eric Syme, was initially positioned in the neighbouring village
of Rots to the east, but by the evening was pulled back to the open
fields broken by tree lines 200 metres east of Bretteville, with its front
positioned east.46 Charlie Company under Maj. Tubb was installed
in Norrey-en-Bessin in an all-around defence. Dog Company, under
its new commander Capt. Gordon Brown, was initially placed in
La Villeneuve, southeast of Rots, but was withdrawn at the same
time as Baker Company. Its new defensive position was southwest of
Bretteville at Cardonville Usine (Cardonville factory), a flax factory
north of the east-west railway line. This walled-in compound had an
orchard beside it and contained a flax production facility.47
Interspersed within the RRR positions were the 6-pounder antitank guns of the RRR Support Company’s Anti-Tank Platoon and one
complete battery (94 Battery with two troops) of the 3rd Canadian
Anti-Tank Regiment, RCA, also with 6-pounder anti-tank guns. In
accordance with Anglo-Canadian doctrine, each gun’s field of fire
interlocked with other nearby anti-tank guns to provide maximum
firepower against any enemy armour.48 The total strength for the RRR
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 235, 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade Front Map.
Greentree, Hitlerjugend soldier versus Canadian Soldier, 44.
46  
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 158. The RRR Baker Company Officer Commanding
has often been listed as Lieutenant John Treleaven. Though the senior platoon
commander who led the company to Rots on 7 June, he relinquished command of
the company to the newly arrived Major Eric Syme on 8 June 1944.
47  
Greentree, Hitlerjugend Soldier versus Canadian Soldier, 44; and Stewart A.
Mein, “Up the Johns”: The Story of the Regina Rifles (North Battleford: Senate of
the Royal Regina Rifles, 1992), 113. At this time two of the line companies in RRR
were commanded by acting Officers Commanding, most of the majors becoming
casualties in the previous two days.
48  
War Office, “Infantry Training Part VI: The Anti-Tank Platoon 1943 26/G.S. 1023
Publication” (Ottawa: His Majesty’s Stationary Office, 1943), 11, accessed 8 January
2019,
http://wartimecanada.ca/categories/training-manuals?tid=All&page=1.
Depth of all anti-tank assets in the infantry battalion defensive position was to be
achieved in conjunction with deployed RCA anti-tank assets.
44  
45  
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Ordnance Quick-Firing 6-Pounder anti-tank gun of the type used in the battle by RRR and
RCA forces, photographed in France, 1944. [Library and Archives Canada ZK-879-2]

company positions was fourteen 6-pounders, an impressive amount
of firepower. These were supplied with discarding sabot ammunition,
which was more than adequate for penetrating nearly all German
panzers apart from the frontal armour of the heavier Panthers and
Tiger Is.49 While not a 17-pounder, the 6-pounder anti-tank gun was
a formidable weapon which could fire rounds at 2,000 feet per second
and had an accurate, flat trajectory. It also had a total of 90-degree
Reynolds, Steel Inferno, 98.

49  
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traverse and could fire up to twelve rounds per minute. It was very
mobile, easily manhandled into position and could be towed by a
jeep or the tracked Universal Carrier. Further support was given
by at least two platoons of A Company, the Cameron Highlanders
of Ottawa Machine Gun Regiment, with their Vickers medium
machine guns. At least one medium machine gun was assigned to
each company position. Seventeen-pounder anti-tank guns of the two
nearby batteries of the British 62nd Anti-Tank Regiment, RA, were
positioned to the northwest of Bretteville in depth 1,500 meters away,
but it is unclear if they partook in the nighttime battle.50 Support in
the way of indirect field artillery was supplied by the 12th and 13th
Field Regiments, RCA, who were on call to carry out pre-planned
defensive fire missions.51 Each regiment had a full complement of
twenty-four M7 Priest 105mm self-propelled guns and each RRR
company position had an RCA FOO assigned to it.
As a result of the increased German activity during the afternoon
of 8 June, Lt.-Col. Matheson expected an armoured assault to be
launched imminently and placed his battalion on high alert.52 Of
interest and overlooked in previous accounts of this battle is the
proximity of the 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade headquarters to the
positions of the RRR during the battle. No more than 200 metres
from the headquarters of Matheson was the headquarters of Brig.
Harry Foster, located in the hamlet of Haut de Bretteville, attached
to the northern part of the village.53
Even though Canadian infantry had held Bretteville in force for
more than a day, two bizarre incidents occurred at roughly noon on
8 June. First, a German dispatch rider on a motorcycle, ignorant of
German and Canadian positions and who held the village, was shot
by the battalion commander, Lt.-Col. Matheson, as he attempted
to drive past the battalion headquarters near the church. Shortly
afterward, a German Volkswagen Kübelwagen staff car drove up
with a driver who dismounted and began to curiously look around.
A PIAT (Projector, Infantry, Anti-Tank) infantry anti-tank weapon
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 261.
G. W. L. Nicholson, The Gunners of Canada: The History of the Royal Regiment
of Canadian Artillery, Volume II: 1919-1967 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart,
1972), 282.
52  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 262.
53  
Bernage and Jeanne, Three Days in Hell, 113, Map of RRR and 7th Canadian
Infantry Brigade headquarters dispositions.
50  
51  
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was fired at the vehicle and the driver was killed. These incidents
have been recounted in various accounts as occurring in the midst
of the battle that night, when in fact it is much more likely they
occurred during the day. This appreciation is supported by the
testimony of the former commanding officer of the 13th Field
Regiment, RCA, who observed the Kübelwagen event while present
in Matheson’s headquarters.54
As planned, at 2130 hrs the Meyer/Wünsche Kampgruppe began
to advance from its assembly point at Saint Germain-la-Blanche
Herbe.55 As the Panthers assembled, no indirect artillery barrage
to support their attack was fired, in direct violation of established
wartime German combined arms armoured doctrine, which stated:
“In spite of all their firepower, tanks are dependent on the support
of extensive indirect fire.”56 Doctrine was followed, however, with
regard to basic Zug (platoon) tactics, with the Panther advance to
contact being conducted in staggered formation on the Caen-Bayeux
highway, Route Nationale 13 (RN 13), an improved paved two-lane
road.57 Passing through Franqueville and driving west, the Panthers
entered the hamlet of Le Bourg, attached to Rots to the north,
and encountered no resistance.58 Stubaf. Jürgensen, the Abteilung
commander, then established his advanced headquarters there, taking
no part in the initial combat that followed. The lead 4. Kompanie
reached this hamlet with the grenadiers of the 15. (Aufklärungs)
Kompanie of SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 25 riding on the rear engine decks
at approximately 2140 hrs. The reconnaissance Panzergrenadier’s
Volkswagen Schwimmwagens and motorcycles had been largely left
in the rear, though some were present. Hstuf. Pfeiffer, in one of the
lead Panthers, then ordered 4. Kompanie into column formation and
“Col. [F. P. T] Clifford, who claimed to witness the incident, says it happened
at noon on 8 June, but the Reginas’ accounts all place it the following night in the
midst of the Panther attack. See [Capt. Gordon] Brown’s account in [Jean] Portugal,
We Were There [Toronto: Royal Canadian Military Institute Heritage Society, 1998],
852; interview with Clifford, 25 April 2002; and Reynolds, Steel Inferno, 79,” as cited
in Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 273 n32.
55  
Margolian, Conduct Unbecoming, 104; and Cazenave, SS-Panzer Regiment 12,
178.
56  
Schneider, Panzer Tactics, 247.
57  
Schneider, Panzer Tactics, 142, 247. German armoured doctrine stressed the use
of indirect fire and to attach forward artillery observers.
58  
C. P. Stacey, The Official History of the Canadian Army in the Second World War,
Volume III: The Victory Campaign (Ottawa: The Queen’s Printer and Controller of
Stationary, 1960), 136.
54  
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Regina Rifles Support Company pre-invasion photo, 1944. It was the members of the AntiTank, Mortar and Carrier Platoons that bore the brunt of the battle with the Panthers and
engaged in a 6-hour firefight with them. The Carrier Platoon was largely annihilated in the
fields east of Bretteville. These men fought very hard and inflicted a tremendous amount of
damage on the attacking Panther tanks. [Image courtesy of ReginaRifles.ca]

with himself in the lead crossed the village bridge over the River Mue,
his Kompanie followed by the tanks of 1. Kompanie under Hstuf.
Berlin. On exiting the village of La Villeneuve west of the Mue, wedge
formation was resumed with 4. Kompanie on the north of the RN 13
and 1. Kompanie to the south, the tanks roaring through the open
fields during last light at 35 kilometres per hour. Hstuf. von Büttner,
the commander of 15. Kompanie, rode on the engine deck of one
of the lead 4. Kompanie tanks with his command staff. Meyer was
himself riding in a motorcycle-sidecar combination near Wünsche’s
Befehlspanther (command tank) on the main highway.
Anticipating an attack from this direction, the RRR Carrier
Platoon with its tracked Universal Carriers of Support Company
and two Cameron Highlanders Vickers machine gun crews had been
dispatched by Lt.-Col. Matheson to form a reinforced combat outpost
to the east of Bretteville. Placing themselves 200 metres to the east
of Maj. Syme’s Baker Company, facing east near a rise along the RN
13 highway they had good fields of fire in a reverse slope position.
It seems Matheson wished to detect and possibly disrupt any attack
with these forces in a manner similar to what occurred near Norrey
on the night of 7/8 June. His plan was to utilise this reinforced combat
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Major Eric Syme, commander of the Regina Rifles’ Baker Company. [Image courtesy of

ReginaRifles.ca]

outpost position to do so, in accordance with Anglo-Canadian infantry
defensive doctrine.59 But the attack on Norrey the night previous did
not include Panther tanks and to what extent this grouping could be
supported by the Baker Company positions is unclear.60 The Germans
were rapidly approaching this improvised skirmish line at 2145 hrs,
by which time the Canadians had not yet completed digging in.
Eight 6-pounder anti-tank guns of K Troop, 105 Battery of the 3rd
Canadian Anti-Tank Regiment, RCA, temporarily attached to 94
Battery to form a composite battery, appear to have been sited both
south and north of the highway in support of the Carrier Platoon

War Office, “Infantry Training Part I: The Infantry Battalion: 1944. 26/G.S. 1070
Publication” (Ottawa: His Majesty’s Stationary Office, 1944), 43-44, accessed 8 January
2019,
http://wartimecanada.ca/categories/training-manuals?tid=All&page=1.
Combat outposts could be supported by other assets, such as anti-tank guns and
medium machine guns, to increase their strength.
60  
Ben Kite, Stout Hearts: the British and Canadians in Normandy 1944 (Solihull,
England: Helion and Company, 2014), 39. The Carrier Platoon of the RRR contained
thirteen vehicles and it is unclear if all of them drove off east of Bretteville.
59  
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Approach of the Wünsche Kampfgruppe at 2300 hrs after destruction of the RRR Carrier
Platoon. [LCMSDS Air Photo Collection]

skirmish line and within the main positions of Baker Company.61 The
Canadians, on high alert, were ready for the Germans.
At this point first contact was made. The lead Panthers,
coming over the rise in the corn fields east of Bretteville along the
RN 13 highway, stopped to observe on this crest. These Panthers,
including 404 commanded by Hstuf. Pfeiffer, received a violent
volley of Canadian heavy machine gun and anti-tank fire.62 Thus
began the first phase of the Battle of Bretteville that lasted from
2145 to 2330 hrs, and consisted of a high intensity firefight between
the Panther Kompanien and the Canadian defenders as the
Germans advanced on the village from the east and manoeuvred to
the south as per Map 2. This firefight destroyed the majority of the
outlying combat outpost of the RRR Carrier Platoon and Cameron
Highlander machine gun crews as well as engaged the majority of
positions of Baker Company to the east of Bretteville. More than
one Panther tank was destroyed or disabled and heavy casualties

Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 266; and Lee Windsor, Roger Sarty and Marc
Milner, Loyal Gunners: 3rd Field Artillery Regiment (The Loyal Company) and
the history of New Brunswick Artillery, 1893 to 2012 (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier
University Press, 2016), 344.
62  
Copp, Fields of Fire, 72.
61  
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Map 2. SS-Pz.Rgt 12 War Diary Appendix map showing (in blue) attack of 1. and 4. Kompanie 8/9 June 1944. [Vojensky Historicky Arhiv, Prague.
Kriegstagebuch No. 1 I./SS-Panzerregiment 12. 1944. Map Appendix]
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were inflicted on the accompanying Waffen-SS Panzergrenadiere
by the ferocity of Canadian defensive fire.
On receiving the first Canadian volley of anti-tank rounds and
machine gun fire, Hstuf. Pfeiffer ordered the rest of 4. Kompanie
forward and ordered the village buildings be set on fire so as to
expose Canadian positions in the fading light. Taking casualties
in their positions on the rear hulls of the tanks, the Grenadiere
dismounted and began to follow the tanks on foot. Panther 404,
the Kompanie commander’s vehicle, destroyed a lone Canadian
Sherman tank located at the entrance to the village after a short
firefight. It is unknown to what Canadian armoured regiment this
tank belonged, but it was not an artillery observation vehicle.63 Many
secondary sources have reported that at this point Pfeiffer’s tank was
hit and set ablaze shortly afterward by a Canadian anti-tank gun.64
There is no evidence this occurred, however. Another Panther, 427
of SS-Unterscharführer (Uscha.) Klaus Hartmann, was certainly
destroyed and did burn out. Canadian artillery from both the 12th
and 13th Field Regiments, RCA also joined the battle with defensive
fire tasks, hammering the Germans.65 The war diary of the 12th Field
Regiment, RCA describes a “firing on DF [Defensive Fire] and DF
SOS tasks, Mike [Regiment] and Uncle [Division] targets practically
all day and all night.”66
The 1. Kompanie Panthers, moving west to the south of 4.
Kompanie, also came into contact with the anti-tank guns and
machine guns and joined in the intense firefight. Roughly twenty-five
Panthers engaged the RCA anti-tank gunners who were outnumbered
by at least three to one. The Panthers’ machine gun and cannon fire
raked the outlying RRR Carrier Platoon position and then drove
right over it, destroying six Universal Carriers.67 Any survivors ran

Kriegstagebuch No. 1, I./SS-Panzerregiment 12., 8 June 1944 entry, Vojensky
Historicky Archiv.
64  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 268; and Kriegstagebuch No. 1, I. /SS-Panzerregiment
12., 8 June 1944 entry, Vojensky Historicky Archiv.
65  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 268.
66  
War Diary, 12th Field Regiment, RCA, 8 June 1944 entry, RG 24 C-3, Volume 14,
File 461, Library and Archives Canada [LAC].
67  
Eric Luxton, ed., 1st Battalion the Regina Rifle Regiment: 1939-1946 (Regina:
Regimental Association, 1946), 40; Margolian, Conduct Unbecoming, 107; and
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 202. A total of eight members of the Cameron Highlanders
of Ottawa and RRR were found shot at close range, indicating a possible battlefield
execution by members of the 15. Kompanie, SS-Panzergrenadierregiment 25.
63  
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Wespe of SS-Pz.Art.Rgt 12 during an exercise in Belgium, spring 1944. This vehicle took
part in the attack. [Bundesarchiv Bild 146-1983-003-15]
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back to the Baker Company positions, the advancing Panthers hot
on their heels.
During this first portion of the firefight the German Panther
crews also claimed to have destroyed or disabled four anti-tank gun
positions near Bretteville with high explosive rounds, utilising fire
and movement in the semi-darkness. The crews were fighting in
accordance with their armoured doctrine, which stated: “When it
comes to taking position and opening fire, targets are to be destroyed
in rapid succession, following by a prompt change in position.”68
All the 6-pounders of K Troop, 105 Battery of the 3rd Anti-Tank
Regiment, RCA were thus silenced, vastly reducing the defensive
power of the Canadians.69
To rectify this inequality, the remaining RCA gunners of G
Troop, 94 Battery began to manhandle their 6-pounders to face east
to engage the Panthers.70 Positioned to defend the remainder of the
village, the crews frantically manoeuvred their guns to orientate them
to the south and east and took up the fight.71 The Panther crews, now
bunching up in front of the village in the darkness, were following
their doctrine that stated: “Limited intervals are needed in darkness
as that visual contact can be maintained.”72 But by maintaining this
close formation in the limited visibility of the burning village, they
did not adequately disperse in the face of enemy fire. It was difficult
for tactical spacing distances to be judged by the tank commanders
in the low light of the late evening and their focus was on engaging
the anti-tank guns.
During this point in the battle, the six Wespe 10.5 cm selfpropelled guns entered the fray. They took up positions on the rise
or behind it and engaged the Baker Company positions with some
success. At this point during the firefight many Panthers were hit
with anti-tank shells, some multiple times. Wünsche, now joined
by Jürgensen, then ordered the Wespen back to the village of Rots
after they had fired several salvos, fearing they would be lost to
the anti-tank fire.73 They then re-crossed the Mue River before
Schneider, Panzer Tactics, 92.
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 202.
70  
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 199.
71  
Nicholson, The Gunners of Canada, 282.
72  
Schneider, Panzer Tactics, 13.
73  
Bernage and Jeanne, Three Days in Hell, 128-29; and Cazenave, SS-Panzer
Regiment 12, 180.
68  
69  
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midnight, having only lost a Volkswagen Kübelwagen and suffering
a small number of casualties. It can be concluded that their direct
contribution to the battle was minimal.
Closing in on the village, the mass of 4. Kompanie Panthers were
now bunched up in front of the objective. This made things easier for
the Canadian RCA anti-tank gunners targeting the Panthers and for
the RRR machine gunners who engaged German infantry near the
tanks. The attached Panzergrenadiere of the 15. Kompanie took
heavy casualties as they attempted to dismount and fight their way
on foot through the positions of Baker Company. Largely unseen by
the Panther tank crews, Baker Company riflemen waited for the
Panthers to drive by before engaging the following Panzergrenadiere,
as per the direction of the RRR commander, Lt.-Col. Matheson. The
15. Kompanie commander, SS-Hauptsturmführer von Büttner, was
killed during the initial part of the firefight, he and his command
team being shot off the rear deck of a Panther. Also shot was the
driver of the motorcycle combination which Staf. Meyer was riding.
The motorcycle was destroyed, the fuel tank explosion briefly setting
Meyer’s uniform on fire. After recovering, Meyer was able to move
on foot and communicate with the Panzergrenadier commanders,
but he had no access to a radio to control or communicate with
the armoured group except by running up to the Befehlspanther of
Wünsche.74 His ability to lead and influence the battle at this point
was temporarily diminished.
Just before midnight, whatever advances the Panzergrenadiere
of 15. Kompanie had made towards Bretteville had stalled in the
middle of the RRR Baker Company positions. The Germans found
themselves pinned down in the ditches on each side of the highway,
this being the only cover apart from treelines bordering fields. They
were supressed by defensive small arms fire from the Canadian
infantry positions that were difficult to locate in the darkness. While
the Panthers drove over and past the Canadian positions, in the
darkness each individual Canadian trench and foxhole could not be
identified and engaged by the tank crews.
Despite having lost wireless communication with the 7th Canadian
Infantry Brigade Headquarters shortly after the German attack
began, RRR battalion headquarters stood firm and continued to
direct the fight as best it could. The remaining soldiers of Maj. Syme’s
Meyer, Grenadiers, 228.

74  
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Baker Company continued to fire from their surviving positions. The
darkness was to their benefit as the Panther crew commanders had
limited visibility. The RCA anti-tank gunners also continued to fire,
refusing to be supressed by Panther cannon and machine gun fire.
RCA Sergeant Herman Dumas of G Troop, 94 Battery moved a
6-pounder from one position to another, firing it singlehandedly from
his position along a Bretteville hedgerow, reportedly hitting at least
four Panthers.75 RCA Bombardier Cyril D. Askin also got a damaged
6-pounder working again and reportedly hit at least three Panthers.76
Vital to the efforts of the RCA 6-pounder crews were the actions
of RRR Rifleman Frank Wolfe, who fired 2-inch mortar magnesium
illumination flares all night, blinding the Panther crews and exposing
the tanks for the anti-tank guns.77 Each 2-inch illumination round
had a parachute attached, which lengthened the illumination effect.78
While German doctrine insisted “signal flares, parachute flares or
haystacks set on fire by gunfire will assist the tanks in locating the
objective,” the Canadian defenders also understood the benefits of
these actions and used them against the Panther crews.79
Wünsche, after watching his armoured group bombard the village
with all weapons for at least ninety minutes, shortly before 2330
hrs ordered an attack into the village when he perceived Canadian
defensive fire to be weakening. This began the second phase of the
battle, lasting from 2330 to 0200 hrs, which consisted of determined
German armoured and infantry thrusts into and around the village of
Bretteville from the east and south. These assaults were successfully
repulsed by the Canadian defenders, who inflicted high armoured
and infantry losses on the Germans.
On reaching the eastern entrance to the village the I. Zug of 4.
Kompanie, led by Panther 418 of Uscha. Gerd Muhlhausen, began
to push up the main street, followed by another Panther. The II. Zug
pushed left of the village while the III. Zug remained in depth. As
the two Panthers pushed down the main street, Meyer reorganised
the 15. Kompanie infantry forces to continue the assault. He assigned
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 199.
Nicholson, The Gunners of Canada, 282. Bombardier Askin was killed in July
1944, but was mentioned in dispatches.
77  
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 272.
78  
Jean Bouchery, From D-Day to V-E Day: The Canadian Soldier (Paris: Histoire
and Collections, 2003), 124.
79  
Schneider, Panzer Tactics, 16.
75  
76  
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View west along the main street of Bretteville in mid-June 1944. Church on the left and
destroyed Panther Ausf G 418 on the right. [Image courtesy of the National Army Museum,
London. NAM 1975-03-63-18-64]

command of the Kompanie, now vastly reduced from its original one
hundred men, to Ustuf. Reinhold Fuss, commander of 15. Kompanie’s
I. Zug. Meyer’s new order for the surviving Panzergrenadiere was as
follows: I. Zug was to assault right along the east-west road and II.
Zug, under Ustuf. Fehling, was to assault left. Their objective was the
church of Saint Germaine, located at the heart of the village. III. Zug
under SS-Hauptscharführer (Hscha.) Boigk was to be in depth.80
Shortly after Panther 418 approached the RRR battalion
headquarters and the positions of Able Company, it was hit at short
range by a round from a Canadian PIAT. It was hit several more
times by PIAT fire and then finally drove over a necklace of Type
75 anti-tank grenades. This final explosion rendered it immobile.81
The Panther crew was shot as they attempted to dismount and
the burning hulk blocked traffic. Seeing this, the following Panther
began firing on the houses near the first Panther, accidentally
Bernage and Jeanne, Three Days in Hell, 110, 118-19.
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 203. RRR Able Company Rifleman Joe Lapointe, part of
a PIAT crew, was instrumental in its destruction.

80  
81  
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Panther Ausf A 116, destroyed in the 8/9 June 1944 night battle. The hulk was later
overturned by Canadian forces. [Imperial War Museum © IWM CL 398]

hitting it and setting it on fire.82 Wünsche was thus forced to
abandon his attempt to drive right through the village and ordered
the remaining Panthers of 4. Kompanie to pull back and regroup
to the east of Bretteville.
Shortly after or at the same time Panther 418 was destroyed,
the re-formed Panzergrenadiere of 15. Kompanie launched their
planned attack. The I. Zug managed to fight its way the centre of
town after a small arms battle, but with only six men of the original
force of thirty. The II. Zug was stopped in its advance on the left
flank by Bren light machine gun fire and pinned down, having run
into the positions of Able Company near the left side of the eastern
village entrance.83 During both these advances Able Company put up
fierce resistance with all available weapons. On reaching the church
in the centre of town, all the reduced I. Zug party led by Ustuf.
Fuss could do was hold on and await another push by the Panthers
into the village. This armoured support never arrived. Only a few
members of this group would evade eventual death or capture.

Luxton, 1st Battalion the Regina Rifle Regiment, 40.
Reynolds, Steel Inferno, 99.

82  
83  
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On observing the 4. Kompanie Panthers pull back to regroup,
Canadian morale and resistance surged. The regrouped 4. Kompanie
responded to the increased Canadian fire by firing high explosive
7.5 cm rounds and machine gun fire into the burning village from
the south and onto suspected Canadian positions, causing further
fires.84 This second sporadic bombardment by the Panthers lasted
an estimated forty-five minutes and must have not been too intense
as the Panthers only carried seventy-nine rounds, half of which were
high explosive. 1. Kompanie under Hstuf. Berlin was still engaging
targets on the southern portion of the village at this point, having
previously advanced on the south side of the RN 13.
Following the failed drive through the village, at roughly 0045
hrs 4. Kompanie was ordered to bypass the village to the south
and capture the high ground northwest of Bretteville along the RN
13 west of the village. After 4. Kompanie passed by the south, 1.
Kompanie was directed to continue to try to crush resistance from
the southwest and to press into the village from this direction. 4.
Kompanie travelled at high speed in wedge formation with turrets
at 45 degrees. It was led by III. Zug, with II. Zug echeloned right
and I. Zug echeloned left. As the mass of tanks bypassed south of
the village, they were silhouetted by the fires raging in the village
and again received heavy anti-tank gun fire. Despite receiving many
hits, the 4. Kompanie Panthers cleared the western entrance to the
village and again straddled the RN 13. They then drove west onto the
high ground to the north of the village of Putot, west of Bretteville.
The I./SS-Pz.Rgt. 12 war diary stated that after reaching Point 68
to the north of Putot, the Panthers “came to a halt and occupied
what they describe as a high feature” on which no enemy activity
was detected.85 4. Kompanie then assumed an all-around defensive
position.86 While they did drive further northwest, they must have
not driven far, for they never encountered the British RA 62nd AntiTank Regiment positions north of Putot.
At 0045 hrs, just as 4. Panther Kompanie was pushing south and
bypassing the village to reach Point 68, 1. Kompanie was ordered

Cazenave, SS-Panzer Regiment 12, 182. The Panthers formed a firing line to south
of Bretteville, with Wünsche to the rear in his command Panther, directing the fire.
85  
Kriegstagebuch No. 1. I./SS-Panzerregiment 12., War Diary Appendix No. 3,
Vojensky Historicky Archiv. Translation by author.
86  
Cazenave, SS-Panzer Regiment 12, 182.
84  
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to push south then north to fight its way into the village from the
southwest. To get into position, some Panther Züge travelled as far
south as Norrey in their route and were observed by the Charlie
Company RRR defenders but not engaged in the dark. The I. Zug of
1. Kompanie, however, pushed too close to the southern portion of
Bretteville and was illuminated, receiving heavy anti-tank fire which
hit all three tanks in this Zug simultaneously. Panther 116 burned
out in this exchange, 115 was severely damaged and 117, commanded
by Uscha. Rust, managed to survive despite many hits. The still
mobile but damaged 115 Panther picked up the crew of 116 and
withdrew back with the third Panther to the east of Bretteville, there
meeting up with the Kompanie commander, Hstuf. Berlin.87
Shortly after this, a II. Zug Panther of 1. Kompanie commanded
by Ustuf. Teichert managed to push right into the village from the
south, but was immediately immobilised by PIAT and anti-tank
fire. In an effort to save Teichert and his crew, a force of three III.
Zug Panthers pushed into Bretteville from the west to pick up the
dismounted crew. A second Panther, tactical number unknown, was
destroyed by anti-tank gun fire in this attempt. Fighting furiously,
the Panther crews supressed the Canadian positions enough to rescue
the crew and retrieve Teichert’s Panther, which was towed away.88
Following this a tank of III. Zug was badly damaged by anti-tank
fire, its turret cupola being shot off.89
Following a period of fighting in the village up to roughly 0200 hrs,
the remaining Panthers of 1. Kompanie withdrew from the village
surroundings. It is unclear who ordered 1. Kompanie to disengage
and pull back to the southwest, and it may have pulled back due to
its losses suffered in the village. Possibly Wünsche mistakenly felt
that the village had been sufficiently supressed at this time to allow
what remaining Grenadiere of 15. Kompanie that were in the area
to go in and “mop up.” Regardless, the remains of 1. Kompanie,
less I. Zug which had withdrawn, regrouped near the orchard of the
Cardonville Usine complex shortly after 0200 hrs.
After the failed 15. Kompanie two Zug assault into Bretteville,
another set of bizarre incidents occurred in the village. First, two
light trucks full of German Panzergrenadiere arrived in the centre
Meyer, 12. SS-Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend, 55.
Greentree, Hitlerjugend soldier versus Canadian Soldier, 56.
89  
Meyer, 12. SS-Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend, 56.
87  
88  
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of the village at roughly 0300 hrs. This may have been the previously
in-reserve III. Zug of 15. Kompanie. The first truck was destroyed
by the RRR Able Company infantry with PIAT bombs. The second
truck reversed out of the village at full speed.90 Lastly, at roughly
0315 hr, a German anti-aircraft 20mm 38t Flakpanzer moving
through the village was destroyed in front of the burning hulk of
Panther 418, also by PIAT bombs fired from the second storey of
a building. These reckless attempts speak to a possible mistaken
German belief that only small pockets of Canadian resistance were
remaining in the village.
At approximately 0100 hrs, six 1. Kompanie Panthers assembled in
an all-around defence near the orchard of Cardonville Usine, their engines
idling. Thinking the flax factory compound free of Canadian troops,
they were totally unaware of Dog Company RRR, led by Capt. Brown,
which was charged with defending it. The RRR riflemen maintained
total silence to not alert the German tank crews. The gunners present
within the attached RRR Anti-Tank Platoon 6-pounders section also
kept silent, uneasy at the prospect of alerting the Panthers and starting
a firefight that they could potentially not win.
The uneasy co-existence of the Canadian infantry and Panthers
was broken shortly after 0230 hrs when a RRR Dog Company rifleman
shot down members of a dismounted Panther crew.91 The Panthers
then drove off and poured concentrated fire into the factory buildings,
suppressing the RRR riflemen and anti-tank gunners. At this point
had any German Panzergrenadier forces arrived, it is highly likely
Cardonville Usine would have fallen. None arrived as the Panthers
raged, forcing Capt. Brown and Company Sergeant Major Jackson to
hunker down in the main flax factory building. Without supporting
infantry, the tanks could not evict Dog Company, even though they
did inflict significant casualties on the Canadians. By staying calm
and remaining in their positions, Dog Company withstood a deluge
of high-explosive and machine gun fire.
By 0400 hrs an effective stalemate had occurred in Bretteville,
Cardonville Usine and the general vicinity. Any further German
infantry assault into the village of Bretteville was impossible and
the RRR and RCA soldiers inside the village could not destroy the
Panthers due to the darkness and distance they were from Canadian
Luxton, 1st Battalion the Regina Rifle Regiment, 40.
Luxton, 1st Battalion the Regina Rifle Regiment, 41.

90  

91  
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positions. Established German armoured doctrine was very clear in
stating that “tanks have to function as the fire bases while the infantry
takes the vanguard role in the assault.”92 Wünsche led the Panther
group in a manner entirely opposite to this maxim, attempting to
replace the missing infantry with tanks. Neither German heavy
artillery nor supporting mortar fire was present and the Panthers
were forced to attempt to fulfill this role as well.
Observing the ineffectiveness of the Panthers at reducing
Canadian resistance, at 0350 hrs Oberstubaf. Wünsche, possibly
directed by Meyer, attempted one last time to influence events in
his favour. He drove his Befehlspanther to the vicinity of Norrey
to make contact with 3. Kompanie of I. Btl./SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26,
in the hope of rallying these infantry forces for a continued assault.
No Panzergrenadiere could be found.93 As his command tank was
receiving heavy Canadian fire, he quickly drove back to Bretteville.
Despite making the utmost effort for the better part of six hours,
Meyer and Wünsche met at 0430 hrs to make the call to pull all
forces back to the vicinity of the village of Rots, their start point.
On hearing the radio command to withdraw, both Pfeiffer and
Berlin moved their Kompanien back to Rots.94 While driving back
from Point 68, 4. Kompanie again received heavy anti-tank fire near
the edge of Bretteville. Panther 425 was penetrated by 6-pounder
anti-tank fire and burned out, wounding its commander, Ustuf.
Johannes Hilig. Wünsche, on his return to Rots, was hit by fragments
from a Canadian artillery round as he dismounted from his command
Panther.95 The intelligence log of the 13th Field Regiment, RCA
mentions engaging tanks over open sights at 0545 hrs with 105mm
M67 anti-tank rounds, but it is unclear if this fire came from an M7
105mm Priest or a 6-pounder anti-tank gun. German accounts of the
action do not specify the sources of the anti-tank fire.96 On arrival in
Rots, the weakened Panther Kompanien reorganised themselves and
took up new defensive positions facing west.
In an inexplicable conclusion to the third and final phase of the
battle, some time after the withdrawal of Meyer and Wünsche, 2.
Schneider, Panzer Tactics, 248.
Reynolds, Steel Inferno, 99.
94  
Meyer, Grenadiers, 230.
95  
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 207.
96  
Kriegstagebuch No. 1, I./SS-Panzerregiment 12., Vojensky Historicky Archiv; and
Milner, Stopping the Panzers, 273.
92  
93  
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Kompanie, I. Btl./SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 26 finally made an attempt
to attack Cardonville Usine, illustrating the complete lack of any
coordination with Meyer or the Panthers.97 Capt. Brown and Dog
Company were put under extreme pressure by this assault that was,
by Canadian accounts, very close to success when barely beaten back
by fire from all available machine guns and very timely RCA artillery
support.98 To decisively beat back the attack, Lt.-Col. Matheson, now
finally in touch with Brown via radio, called in 105mm artillery fire
from the 13th Field Regiment, RCA. This fire landed virtually on
top of Canadian positions but effectively drove the attackers back
into their start lines.99 Why the Germans waited until first light
and the Panthers’ withdrawal before making their move is beyond
comprehension. It illustrates a complete lack of any planning between
Meyer, Wünsche, Monhke and Stubaf. Krause of I. Btl./SS-Pz.
Gren.Rgt. 26. RRR Dog Company, now reduced to roughly fifty
men due to extensive casualties in the course of the earlier Panther
bombardment and the morning battle, had prevailed again.100
Final German casualties in the Meyer-Wünsche Battlegroup were
ninety-one total casualties, including thirty-one dead, the majority of
these being in the 15. Aufklärungs Kompanie, SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt. 25.
The I./SS-Pz.Rgt. 12 suffered five Panthers completely destroyed:
427, 425, 418, 116 and an unknown fifth vehicle. Panthers 115, 128
and others were badly damaged, some having to be towed away from
the battlefield.101 One 2 cm 38t Flakpanzer built on a tracked Czech
38t chassis was also destroyed, as well as at least one motorcycle
combination and one truck. In the hapless I. Btl./SS-Pz.Gren.Rgt.
26, total casualties were sixty-one, with twelve Panzergrenadiere
being killed.
Canadian losses in the 3rd Anti-Tank Regiment, RCA’s 94
(Composite) Battery included seventeen missing, five killed and five
wounded, almost all from K Troop, which was overrun along with

Mein, “Up the Johns”, 115.
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 207-08.
99  
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 210. The 13th Field Regiment, RCA was led by Col.
F. P. T. Clifford and equipped with twenty-four M7 Priest 105mm self-propelled
artillery pieces.
100  
Zuehlke, Holding Juno, 206.
101  
Cazenave, Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend, 190. Multiple Panthers were taken to the
village of Venoix, the location of the Pantherabteilung Werkstattkompanie (Repair
Company) for repairs.
97  
98  
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Wünsche, Meyer and Witt convene after the battle. Note bandaged head wound on Wünsche.
[Bundesarchiv Bild 146-1988-028-25A]

the RRR Carrier Platoon. At least eight Universal Carriers were
destroyed and one was captured by the Germans. Accounts differ
as to how many anti-tank guns were lost, but a reasonable estimate
would be a half-dozen. A Company of the Cameron Highlanders of
Ottawa suffered eleven killed and ten wounded or missing. The 1st
Battalion, Regina Rifle Regiment suffered forty-two dead and an
unknown number of wounded.102 French military historians Georges
Bernage and Frederick Jeanne list total Canadian casualties as
approximately 150 men for the 8/9 June nighttime battle. Among
these were a number of soldiers shot after capture.103 In addition, an
unknown number of Canadian jeeps and trucks were destroyed.
Throughout the time the RRR held out at Cardonville Usine,
Norrey and Bretteville, no relief force of Allied armour arrived to
support the unit in the thick of the six hour battle against vastly
superior armoured forces. No information has been found to establish

102  
“Battalion Casualty List (sorted by date),” ReginaRifles.ca, accessed 6 November
2018, http://www.reginarifles.ca/bn_cas_list_d.htm.
103  
Bernage and Jeanne, Three Days in Hell, 127. An unknown number of Canadian
prisoners were killed by their captors in the early part of the battle, most coming
from the outlying skirmish line positions east of Bretteville that were overrun.
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if this option was ever considered by the 7th Canadian Infantry
Brigade headquarters staff. The Anglo-Canadian armoured practice
of “harbouring” in the hours of darkness forced the RCA units,
Cameron machine gun crews and infantry forces of the RRR to fight
it out the best they could without tank support. In response to RRR
headquarters’ inquiries regarding armour reinforcement, the terse
reply from 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade Headquarters was that
“tank support would arrive at dawn.”104 To the average soldier in the
midst of a firefight with multiple Panther tanks, and considering that
said firefight lasted six hours, these words were cold comfort. That the
brigade headquarters, with multiple Panthers within 100 metres, did
not force the issue speaks to a steadfast reluctance to rapidly commit
Canadian armoured reserves. The concept of night employment of
armour was very much anathema to senior Canadian commanders,
but given the circumstances its employment could hardly have made
matters worse for the RRR defenders.105
In conclusion, this article has sought to provide an improved
historical understanding of the early German armoured assaults
on the Normandy bridgehead and to illustrate why these ad-hoc
assaults often met with failure. The defeat of this German armoured
battlegroup occurred largely due to its failure to properly exercise
established armoured doctrine and allocate correct infantry and
artillery resources to the operation. Though stronger German infantry
forces were present to the south near Norrey and the Cardonville
Usine, little if any coordination was made with them. Everything
depended on the assault of the weak 15. Kompanie to succeed. This
failure in planning was compounded by a complete lack of heavy
artillery fire support, despite German armoured doctrine stating: “In
spite of all their firepower, tanks are dependent on the support of
extensive indirect fire.”106 The lack of a decisive impact made by
the large group of Panthers illustrates the limitations of direct fire

104  
War Diary, 1st Battalion, Regina Rifle Regiment, 9 June 1944 entry, RG 24 C-3,
Volume 15, File 198, LAC. Tank support is recorded in the 9 June 1944 war diary
entry as arriving at 0515 hrs.
105  
21st Army Group, “The Armoured Division in Battle,” December 1944, WO
219/5326, File 461 (Vol 2) (SGS), The National Archives. Nowhere in this doctrinal
note by Field Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery does it expressly forbid or warn
against use of tanks in night actions.
106  
Schneider, Panzer Tactics, 247.
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support.107 The Canadian commander of the 7th Canadian Infantry
Brigade, Brig. Harry Foster, remarked that no attempt was made to
exploit the flanks of the RRR battlegroup.108 Rather than attacking
the strong point of Bretteville, a wiser option would have been to
bypass it altogether. Meyer’s attempt to use shock and armoured
firepower was met by an equally determined force who exploited
the German weaknesses to the maximum. To quote Hubert Meyer,
divisional historian of the 12. SS-Panzerdivision:
The daring surprise attack by the small Meyer/Wünsche Kampfgruppe
had scored a significant initial success. The enemy had been maneuvered
into a very difficult situation. However, because of the lack of German
infantry, full advantage could not be taken of the situation. The tactic
of surprise, using mobile, fast infantry and panzers even in small,
numerically inferior kampfgruppen, had often been practiced and
proven in Russia. This tactic, however, had not resulted in the expected
success against a courageous and determined enemy, who was ready for
defence and well-equipped.109

Despite the Panther crews attempting every possible means of crushing
Canadian resistance, the lack of other supporting arms in the equation
inhibited achievement of the desired result, in this case victory.

appendix a: waffen-ss ranks and 1944 canadian army
equivalents110
SS-Oberst-Gruppenführer und Generaloberst der Waffen-SS

General

SS-Obergruppenführer und General
der Waffen-SS

Lieutenant-General

SS-Gruppenführer und Generalalleutnant der Waffen-SS

Major-General

Schneider, Panzer Tactics, 247.
Stacey, The Victory Campaign, 137.
109  
Meyer, 12. SS-Panzerdivision Hitlerjugend, 57.
110  
“SS-Rank Table showing equivalents in the German, American and British
Armies,” Oradour-sur-Glane, 10th June 1944, accessed 12 January 2019, https://
www.oradour.info/appendix/ssrank01.htm.
107  
108  
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SS-Brigadeführer und Generalmajor
der Waffen-SS

Brigadier

SS-Oberführer

Colonel

SS-Standartenführer

Colonel

SS-Obersturmbannführer

Lieutenant-Colonel

SS-Sturmbannführer

Major

SS-Hauptsturmführer

Captain

SS-Obersturmführer

Lieutenant

SS-Untersturmführer

Second Lieutenant

SS-Sturmscharführer

Regimental Sergeant Major

SS-Stabsscharführer

Company Sergeant Major

SS-Hauptscharführer

Sergeant Major

SS-Oberscharführer

Staff Sergeant

SS-Scharführer

Sergeant

SS-Unterscharführer

Corporal

SS-Rottenführer

Lance Corporal

SS-Sturmann

Senior Private

SS-Oberschütze

Senior Private

SS-Schütze

Private
◆

◆

◆

◆
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